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Too Much Secrecy

Oakland, California.

POLITICAL CRISIS can rend
Aor it can heal. Everything de-

pends on whether meaning-
ful reforms follow the trauma of
scandal.

The Tower Commission had its
chance but failed to hasten the deep-
er healing process. It has won acco-
lades for its sober but damning as-
sessment of White House policy
fatlures. But if the public's percep-
tion of the problem stops with that

By Jonathan Marshall

report, the nation will lose a unique
opportunity for {nstitutional change.

The report ultimately boils down
to a critique of President Reagan's
management style — his hands-off
approach to government. inattention
to detail and excessive delegation of
authority supposedly explain his for-
eign-policy disasters in Iran and
Central America.

Or. as Sen. Pete Wilson, R-Calif.,
put it charitably, 'Reagan's compas-
sion outran his competence.”

But contrary to the implication of
much post-Tower commentary. the
president was neither uninformed
nor denied the full range of expert
advice from his top officlals. He
knew U.S. arms were flowing to the
terrorist regime in Tehran: "'l agreed
to sell TOWSs to Iran,” he jotted in his
diary. He knew that underlings were
violating the intent of Congress by
lining up private military aid for the
contras. As the National Security
Council’s Oliver North noted in one
memo. “"The president obviously
knows why he has been meeting
with several select people to thank
them for their ‘'support for democra-
cy' [in Central Americal.”

Finally. Mr. Reagan knew all the
objections to both policies. His secre-
taries of state and defense had ar-
gued vociferously against selling
arms to Tehran. Members of Con-
gress had objected repeatedly after
reading press accounts of Colonel
North's role in the illicit private aid
network for the contras.

So the problem was not that Mr.
Reagan ‘'did not ask enough ques-
tions’ (Gen. Brent Scowcrnft), nor
that he failed to “‘monitor the ac-
tions” of his subordinates (Sen.
John Tower). The real problem, as
only Ed Muskie saw clearly, was
that the “policy was a wrong policy
and it was the president’s policy."

Mr. Muskie. in the press confer-
ence more than in the report he
helped draft, suggested the most vi-
tal lesson of the whole affair. *'The
single most important factor here is
the over-obsession with secrecy,”” he
maintained. " Every time that you
are overconcerned about secrecy,
you tend to abandon process . . . and
the resulit is that in this case, control
of the operation slipped into the
hands of Lt. Col. North and the peo-

ple he assembled to pursue it."
That obsession with secrecy was

an inevitable byproduct of the ad-
ministration’s rellance on CIA-style
covert action as a fundamental in-
strument of foreign policy. Mr.
Reagan came to power with a vocal
determination to abandon President
Carter's timidity about intervention
abroad with the CIA.

The number of covert operations

nearly Eumtugled from 1979 to
1984. The White House turned over

to the CIA the financing of wars, rev-

olutions. electigns and propaganda
campaigns. Inteiligence budgets and
manpower grew accordingly.

Such policies most profoundly
embodied the philosophy that the
ends -— democracy, anti-commu-
nism. counter-terrorism — justtfy
the means — secrecy, undemocratic
political manipulation. even support
of death squads. The same philosa-
phy inevitably breeds arrogance.
The tiny fraternity of officials "in the
know" assume that th.eir privileged
access to information makes thetr
judgment superior to that of mem-
bers of the Congress or the public.

The culture of secrecy also breeds
a paranoia about leaks that de-
mands in turn ever greater restric-
tions on the circle of knowing policy
makers. Thus could Adm. John
Poindexter and Colone! North justify
their failure to inform State or De-
fense of thetr full activities. ,

Instead of calling attention to the
fundamental contradiction between
covert action and effective oversight.
the Tower Commission proposed
merging the House and Senate intel-
ligence committees into one to re-
duce the risk of leaks and increase
the likelihood that the White House
would share more of its secrets with
Congress.

Its faith is touching. But Congress
already tried that approach in 1980
when it slashed from eight to two
the number of committees autho-
rized to oversee the CIA. Nothing im-
proved: the CIA still withheld vital
information about the mining of Ni¢-
aragua’s harbors and the buying of
El Salvador's presidential election.

None of the Tower Commission's
recommendations would stop a fu-
ture president from arming the con-
tras covertly. None of its proposals
would stop future CIA directors from
deceiving Congress. None of its sug-
gestions would stop future adminis-
trations from compartmentalizing
dectstons in the name of preserving
secrecy of covert operations.

Its proposals are of marginal refe-
vance because they miss the main
abuse: the conduct of foreign policy
through covert operations. So long
as Congress gives presidents the
means to escape accountability and
usurp power, presidents will contin-
ue to misuse those tools.

Mr. Marshall (s editortal page
editor of the Oakland Tribune and
co-author of a forthcoming book on
the Iran-contra connection.
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